Sermon: Second Sunday of Advent, 7 December 2008

Propers:  Isaiah 40:1-11, Psalm 85:1-2, 8-13; 2 Peter 3:8-15, Mark 1:1-8

Preacher: The Reverend Addison C. Hall


The year was 1741. George Frederic Handel, aged 56, after a long and celebrated career, mostly in opera, was reported to be discouraged and even considering a return from his home in London to his native Germany. The style of Italian opera that had so nourished his popularity was falling from favor. Then a new opportunity arose. His friend the duke of Devonshire, the lord lieutenant of Ireland, requested of Handel a major work to be performed in support of Dublin charities. At mid-August Handel began work on a new oratorio, and in less than a month, working at tremendous speed, he had produced a first draft of what the English-speaking world has cherished as one of its favorite pieces ever since. Excerpts from that piece are featured in our liturgy this morning, and from now until Christmas it will be a much-loved an unavoidable element of our audio wallpaper. Wherever people assemble, from churches to malls, The Messiah will be there for them.


We feature excerpts from The Messiah this morning, with thanks to our section leaders, Alan and Laura and Desirée, not just to keep you in a holiday mood, but rather because the text of their anthems comes straight from the prophet Isaiah, as indeed does much of the text of the entire oratorio, and especially the first of its three major sections.

An often unnoticed aspect of Handel’s genius, and that of the Reverend Mr. Charles Jennens, who compiled the texts of the oratorio from the Bible, was to bring to astonishing new life the ancient prophetic message, and to embed it in the hearts and minds of millions of people who otherwise might never have been touched by it. 


The passage from Isaiah that Jane read as our first lesson this morning sounds so familiar to us because so much of it is incorporated into the opening of The Messiah, beginning with the opening lines – “Comfort ye, my people” – and continuing with the passage that Alan will sing – “Every valley shall be exalted” – and ending with the tender duet of Laura and Desirèe – “He shall feed his flock like a shepherd.”


Handel’s genius was to reach back into the experience of the people of Jerusalem who had been exiled to Babylon some six hundred years before the birth of Jesus, and to find powerful musical expression for the astonishing intellectual and emotional range of the prophet’s utterance – utterance, which, by the way, may have been set to music originally – utterance that ranges from sorrowful repentance, to awe-struck confrontation with the majesty of God, to God’s tender and merciful and comforting response to a shattered people, to what we perhaps most celebrate in The Messiah, the magnificently energetic hope that God will bring the exiles home and restore their ruined city and temple. You hear the trumpets sounding, building hope, sustaining strength, and no matter how many times you have heard them before, your heart stirs. You hear the great choruses embracing the God who has come in person to save them, and your spirit rises to join in that embrace.  


Like other great artistic achievements, Handel’s Messiah enables us to feel and experience the reality of a world and a people twenty-six hundred years away from us, and to be drawn into and moved by the catastrophe that so altered their lives. When the dwindling nation based in Jerusalem misjudged the Babylonian empire and allied itself with Egypt, it was only a short time before Egypt had second thoughts and Judah, caught as a pitiable buffer state between the great powers, was surrounded and demolished by Babylonian armies. The Temple that embodied their faith, that had proclaimed for the four centuries since Solomon their special intimacy with the one true God, was knocked down, stone after stone, its sacred objects looted and its precious woodwork burned. 

The city walls were demolished and large residential quarters were destroyed. Some members of the leadership class were executed, and many more taken into exile in Babylon, near the present city of Baghdad. The glorious tradition of David and Solomon seemed to be lost beyond recovery, and indeed, though the exiles could not have forseen it, not until twenty-five hundred years later, with the proclamation in 1948 of an independent state of Israel, would there be again in and around Jerusalem a sovereign and independent nation of the descendents of David, a Jewish state.

For the exiles in Babylon there was a period of almost fifty years in which to interpret the catastrophe and rebuild their entire way of life and religious practice. This is the period of the prophet whom we call Second Isaiah, who so memorably has pronounced the themes of repentance, contrition, re-dedication and hope that resonate through Handel’s oratorio and through Christian history, not to mention through the experience of the Jews. “Speak tenderly to Jerusalem,” says the prophet, speaking for God; “cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid, that she has received from the Lord’s hand double for all her sins.”

All was not lost for the exiles, and the prophet’s hopefulness had a political basis. Babylon had grown weak and internally divided. The great Persian commander Cyrus had circled the Babylonian empire and was only waiting for a propitious moment to strike the fatal blow. Cyrus was known to be tolerant of his subject groups, and there was hope, later vindicated, that the exiles would be allowed to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the city and the temple. “Make straight in the desert a highway for our God,” cries the prophet, foreseeing the way of return, down through what are now western Iraq and Syria and Jordan, back through the steep wilderness between the Jordan and Jerusalem.

In the crucible of their exile, the people of Judah recovered their scriptures, perhaps set some of them in writing for the first time, discovered forms of worship not requiring the temple sacrifices, and in a whole variety of ways, painful as well as hopeful, re-discovered and re-forged their relationship with God, asking forgiveness for their sins of the past, and for courage to believe in God’s forgiveness and in a restored relationship.

The prophet captures and Handel underscores the tenderness of God’s forgiveness, and God’s commitment to nurture the exiles on their journey home: “And he shall feed his flock like a shepherd; and he shall gather the lambs with his arm, and carry them in his bosom, and shall gently lead those that are with young.” 


Comparisons are odious, but we are self-centered creatures, and no matter how fascinating the stories of the past may be, there comes this time on Sunday morning when we rightly wonder how our own story is like these stories of our ancestors in the faith.

Here is a suggestion.

No longer are the threats we face specific to us as a faith community or even as a nation. No longer is the threat we face embodied in an external emperor or nation, as Judah’s threat was embodied by Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. The whole world is now at risk, even with its burgeoning numbers of people, and its malevolent adversary is not an identifiable force beyond it. Rather, we ourselves, and our sisters and brothers throughout the world community, are the ones we must fear, the ones we must draw on our faith to overcome. The vast world has become both the besieged city and the besieger.

In a few minutes members of our sixth and seventh grades, the Rite 13 community, will be ringing bells outside our front door. As you leave church you will hear them, as you may hear also the bell in the tower of the Village Church across the street. Not a festive holiday cheer of bell-ringing, though it is that, but a peal of hope.

The bells will ring 350 times, to represent the number of parts per million of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere now thought to be the safe number, the number of CO2 parts per million that will prevent irreversible global warming.


Our present level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere is about 385 parts per million. Until recently scientists thought that we could level off in the 400s and still be safe. But recent indexes, like the rapid melting of Arctic ice in summer – at the present rate now scheduled to melt entirely by summer of 2012 – has shown us that we must reduce those carbon dioxide levels and reduce them quickly to avoid serious and irreversible losses, with catastrophic effects all over the world.


We groan inwardly when reminded of this huge challenge. Yet we take our cue from the prophet Isaiah, who had every reason to be overwhelmed by the disaster that had befallen him and his people. In those worst of seasons, he had a vision of God’s saving help, and he proclaimed it with such infectious energy that it not only galvanized his own community but also has continued to provide hope and courage to untold millions of people ever since.


We give thanks also for George Frederic Handel, who in a dark day in his own life caught the vision from Isaiah, and gave it such renewed and magnificent expression. When we hear his music today, and throughout the Advent and Christmas seasons, let that music inspire us to sustain and deepen our efforts to make the world greener, to make ourselves less enslaved to our lazy carbon-generating habits, to make ourselves and our sisters and brothers all over the world better able to protect the earth and our many companion species, so that generations to come may live to hear and rejoice in the prophet’s words as they have been set to Handel’s music: “And the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.”











Amen.
 

